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ABSTRACT 



The 1974 book, "The Uses of Mass Communication: Current 
Perspectives on Gratifications Research" introduced the concept of a 
"division of labor" - -that certain media work better than others in meeting 
audience gratifications. Since the division of labor concept has not been 
subjected to empirical testing, a study elaborated an empirical test of the 
division of labor concept, through statistical analysis of survey data. 
College students were asked to rate the usefulness of specific media in 
satisfying specific gratifications- -entertainment and informational. The 
resultant data enhances the understanding of how younger audience members 
select media. The emergence of Internet technologies, conceptually placed 
between print and broadcast, suggested the following hypotheses to test the 
concept: (1) For entertainment -related gratifications, audience members 

prefer television most, followed by Internet, then newspapers; and (2) For 
information-related gratifications, audience members prefer newspapers most, 
followed by Internet, then television. To test the hypotheses, a population 
of 1808 students at a private North Carolina university was surveyed about 
their media use. A total of 320 usable surveys were returned, for a response 
rate of 17.7%. The two hypotheses predicted the existence of a "division of 
labor" with certain media "working" better to meet specific gratifications 
than others. Hypothesis 1 was not supported, while Hypothesis 2 was supported 
by the data. A third hypothesis which predicted that a respondent's 
perceptions of greater utility of a specific medium would be statistically 
related to greater use of that medium was mainly supported. Survey results 
partially supported the "division of labor” concept. (Contains 7 tables of 
data, 24 references, and 8 notes.) (NKA) 
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WHATEVER WORKS 



A Test of the “Division of Labor” Component 
of Uses and Gratifications Theory 

INTRODUCTION 

As the Internet has evolved, it has attracted the attention of many 
researchers. The diffusion of this new technology provides mass communication 
scholars with a rare opportunity -- to study a new medium as it is adopted by the 
audience. Several theoretical approaches inform studies into this emerging 
technology. One of particular relevance to the study of on-line technologies is the 
uses and gratifications approach. 

Mass communications scholars had been studying the interplay between 
audience members’ psycho-social needs and their media choices for several decades. 
By 1974, the approach gained a measure of theoretical and methodological 
coherence through the volume The Uses of Mass Communication: Current 
Perspectives on Gratifications Research, edited by Jay Blunder and Elihu Katz. The 
approach (which receives a more thorough explanation in the literature review) 
introduced the concept of a “division of labor” - that certain media work better than 
others in meeting audience gratifications. It was predicted, for example, that 
television would be perceived as more useful for entertainment-related 
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WHATEVER WORKS: A Test of the “Division of Labor” Component of Uses and Gratifications Theory 
gratifications, while print media would be perceived as more useful for information- 

related gratifications. 

The “division of labor” concept has not been subjected to empirical testing, 
however. Most previous studies compared the various gratifications met by a single 
medium (for example, Cohen, Levy, and Golden, 1988; Beinhoff, 1997; and 
Harwood, 1999). The purpose of these descriptive studies was to compare the 
various gratifications met by the specific medium, incorporating a variety of 
independent variables. 

This paper provides such an empirical test of the “division of labor” concept, 
through statistical analysis of survey data. In the survey, college students were 
asked to rate the usefulness specific media in satisfying specific gratifications - 
entertainment and informational. The resultant data enhances our understanding 
of how younger audience members select media. 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

When Lazarsfeld published his seminal study on the 1940 presidential 
campaign (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944), most scholars assumed that his 
purpose was to refute the “magic bullet” theory that was popular at the time. Given 
the strong mass communications emphasis at Columbia University, where 
Lazarsfeld served on the faculty, it is also reasonable to assume that he was 
seeking long-term, indirect influences of psychological and social factors (Wright, 
1986). 
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WHATEVER WORKS: ATest of the “Division ofLabor” Component of Uses and Gratifications Theory 
The influence of such factors had been described in several studies from the 

1940s and 1950s (Herzog, 1944; Berelson, 1949; Freidson, 1953). Several studies 
from the 1950s added a predictive component, as researchers sought factors that 
influenced media or content selection, or their response to the content (Riley and 
Riley, 1951, 1959). Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) suggested that interpersonal 
relationships should serve as an intervening variable in the mass communication 
process. Even that research, however, focused on responses such as attitude change 
as the valid measure of media effects. As subsequent research would demonstrate, 
more long-term, subtle - though still strong - effects could be found by studying the 
audience member’s perceptions of media’s usefulness in meeting psychological and 
social gratifications. 

Blunder and Katz’s volume (1974) helped promote this fruitful avenue of 
research. In the introductory chapter (Katz, Blunder, and Gurevitch, 1974), the 
approach was described as examining 

the social and psychological origins of needs, which generate expectations of 
the mass media or other sources, which lead to differential patterns of media 
exposure (or engagement in other activities) resulting in need gratifications 
and other consequences, perhaps mostly unintended ones (Katz, Blunder, 
and Gurevitch, 1974, p. 20). 

The authors distinguished five elements within the approach: the concept of the 
active, goal-oriented audience; focus on individual audience members rather than 
media; the concept of displacement, which looked at media use as a choice within 
several options; the acceptance of self-reporting as a research methodology; and a 
suspension of value judgments about the value of media. 
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WHATEVER WORKS: A Test of the “Division of Labor” Component of Uses and Gratifications Theory 

The evolution of media typologies were considered indicators of a uses and 

gratifications “division of labor” within media (Blumler and Katz, 1974). Lasswell’s 
(1948) media function typology identified surveillance, correlation, entertainment 
and cultural transmission. McQuail, Blunder, and Brown (1972) suggested 
gratification -oriented functions: diversion, personal relationships, personal 
reference, and surveillance. One suggestion for future research was that this 
“division of labor” concept be subjected to empirical testing to determine whether, in 
fact, different media “worked” better than others at meeting specific gratifications. 
For example, would print media work better than broadcast media in satisfying 
information gratifications? Would broadcast work better than print in satisfying 
entertainment gratifications? 

The emergence of Internet technologies, conceptually placed between print 
and broadcast, suggest the following two hypotheses, to test the “division of labor” 
concept: 

Hypothesis h For entertainment- related gratifications, audience members 
prefer television most, followed by Internet, and then newspapers. 

Hypothesis 2: For information-related gratifications, audience members 
prefer newspapers most, followed by Internet, and then television. 

For the division of labor to exist, practice must follow preference; in other 
words, audience members should not only indicate a preference for a medium, but 
also report greater use of that medium. This closely relates to the expectancy -value 
approach (Palmgreen, Wenner, and Rosengren, 1985), an innovation within uses 
and gratifications research. This approach attempts to measure the audience 



WHATEVER WORKS: A Test of the “Division of Labor” Component of Uses and Gratifications Theory 
member’s motivation in seeking gratifications from certain media. Audience 

members are more motivated to seek certain kinds of information from certain 
media; if that gratification is satisfied, the particular medium is reinforced in the 
audience member’s mind, and the audience member is that much more likely to 
select that medium when seeking that gratification. 

Consistently, researchers have found relationships between perceptions of 
the utility of an individual medium and use of that medium (Greenberg, 1974; 
O’Keefe and Sulanowski, 1995; Perse and Dunn, 1998). For example, Rubin (1979) 
found significant positive correlations between television viewing and each 
television use category. Wachter and Kelly (1998) found a positive, significant 
relationship between videocassette recorder usage and stated satisfaction with VCR 
viewing as a leisure activity. That relationship of expected gratifications to level of 
use is hypothesized, and will be tested, as follows: 

Hypothesis <?: Greater perception of a medium’s utility is related to greater 
use of that medium. In other words, respondents who report higher usage of 
an individual medium also assign greater utility to that medium toward a 
variety of gratifications. 



METHODOLOGY 

To test the hypotheses, a population of students at a private university in 
North Carolina was surveyed about their media use. Although some critics have 
expressed skepticism toward self-reporting methodologies, such surveys have been 
a popular means of acquiring media use data (Johnstone, 1974; Stempel and 
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WHATEVER WORKS: A Test of the “Division of Labor” Component of Uses and Gratifications Theory 
Hargrove, 1995). Subsequent research has supported the validity of the method, 
even in surveying children (Rubin, 1979). 

Sampling and Data Collection . Because the university had an enrollment of 
approximately 2,300 students the semester the study was conducted, a survey was 
sent to every undergraduate student under the age of 24. Other aspects of the 
research studied how younger people learned to use the Internet, so it was deemed 
wisest to exclude graduate/professional and non -traditional undergraduate 
students. 

A total of 1,808 undergraduate students 1 , both on-campus and off-campus, 
received surveys. Surveys were mailed between March 31 and April 1, 1999, with 
reminder postcards sent two weeks later. A total of 320 usable surveys were 
returned, for a response rate of 17.7 percent. Of the surveys received, 14 were 
discarded as unusable, mainly because they were filled out by respondents who did 
not belong to the desired sample in terms of age (between 18 and 23) or education 
level (undergraduate students) 2 . 

Instrument Design. The sampling instrument, a survey, incorporated uses 
and gratifications-related statements that had been used on previous surveys of 
mass communication technologies (Greenberg, 1974; Rubin, 1979: Cohen, Golden, 
and Levy, 1988; O’Keefe and Sulanowski, 1995; Kaye, 1996; Beinhoff, 1997). Of 



*Of that total, 1,285 were on -campus residents, and 523 lived off-campus. 

2 

Although the response rate might seem low, the size of the population surveyed - 1,808 
students - resulted in a sample adequate for comparison. The purpose of this study was not 
generalization to the population as a whole, but meaningful comparison within a sample. 
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